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A FIFTEENTH CENTURY DELLA ROBBIA 
This XV Century terra cotta medallion by Andrea Della Robbia is in brilliant polychrome glaze. The palaces and 
churches of the early Italian Renaissance were enriched with many applications of polychrome decoration in terra cotta, 
and have furnished a precedent for similar effective uses of ornament in the best architectural work of the present. 
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TERRA COETA 


A Definition and an Epitome « 
BY F. S. LAURENCE | 


Executive Secretary, NATIONAL TERRA COTTA SOCIETY 


i may be a 
statement 
startling to 
many, but one 
nevertheless ca- 
pable of demon- 
stration, to say 
that the domi- 
nance of the giant 
skyscraper in our 
modern Ameri- 
can architecture 
today is due 
largely to the ac- 
tions of a certain 
unclothed, un- 
civilized, barbar- 
ic and primitive 
person existing 
far back in the 
remote ages of 
antiquity more 
than twenty cen- 
turies before the 
dawn of the 
Christian era. 
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ENTRANCE TO THE WINDERMERE HOTEL, CHICAGO 


The Windermere Hotel, which owes to mottled glazed terra cotta of a h hold 
warm grey color a great deal of the charm in its trim, is security for a ouseno came 


At some time 
during the early 
stages of the 
honeymoon he 
stepped by acci- 
dent upon a part- 
ly dried puddle 
of clay and, in 
the domestic al- 
tercation which 
followed over 
his bringing a 
substantial de- 
posit into the 
house without 
stopping to wipe 
his feet on the 
door mat, the 
art of clay manu- 
facture was born. 
Clay sticks and, 
when dried out, 
hardens, so that 
by the time the 
queen of the 
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Even that is put- $3,700,000 First Mortgage Bond Issue underwritten by S. W. Straus & back to  con- 


ting it probably Co. The Windermere was designed by C. W. and Geo. L. Rapp. 


many thousands 
of years later than was actually the fact. 
Just who this interesting personage may 
have been no history or tradition records. 
Research into the obscure origins of man and 
the dawnings of primitive civilization re- 
veal, however, that he dwelt in a cave, wore 
the skins of animals slain with crudely fash- 
ioned stone weapons and took unto himself a 
wife with the persuasive assistance of a heav- 
ily knotted club. 


sciousness and 
proceeded to 
scrape the clay off the sitting room’s gtass 
mat, particles bearing the imprint of its 
weave struck the spark of an idea in the dimly 
reasoning brains of the happy couple. Here 
was a way of lining the primitive reed bas- 
kets which they had fashioned to hold food 
with a substance which would stiffen them 
and possibly hold water. 

Shortly after the first experiment the clay 
lining of the basket dried, shrank and dropped 
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Above is a detail at the fifth story 
of the Pershing Square Building, 
built entirely of terra cotta and wire 
cut brick. Designed by York and Saw- 
yer and John Sloane, the Pershing 
Square Building is security for a 


$6,000,000 First Mortgage Bond Issue underwritten by S.W. Straus & Co. 
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advance in housing accommodations from 
the damp cave or thatched reed leanto. Fired 
bricks and hollowed cubes of burnt clay 
began to take their place in the crudely 
formed shelters which were the beginnings 
of the permanent home, and, from the sug- 
gestions derived from the imprint of the 
basket weave on the earlier bowls, a touch 
of decorative interest was added to the sut- 
face of the crude clay blocks 
which formed the walls of the 
habitation. 
Thus was the art of terra 
cotta manufacture born. 
Its direct stimulus was the 
‘fact that the hollow clay 
blocks developed from the or- 


made larger than a solid brick, 
were lighter than correspond- 
ing pieces of stone and could 
be handled more easily. 

Here was the beginning of 
the modern skyscraper. 

For untold ages this germ 
of its origin slept, awaiting 
the arrival of the great mate- 
rial achievement of an ad- 


At the right is a terra cotta antifix from an ancient Greek temple, almost as vanced and highly organized 


brilliant in its polychrome coloring today as when made centuries ago. 


out. Here was a bowl and, moreover, one 
with an interesting surface pattern on its 
underside which intrigued the rudimentary 
aesthetic instinct whose presence marked the 
earliest man from his nearest animal pro- 
genitors. In due process of his human de- 
velopment the art of making a fire was born. 
Warm food in winter was good and the clay 
bowl provided a means of making it palata- 
bly so. Then came the discovery that the 
heat of the fire had reduced the bowl to a 
permanent hardness and an ability to hold 
water without disintegrating. 

Thus was the art of pottery making born. 

More than that, there came the art of 
building with a substance which would en- 
dure better than the crude cubes of moulded 
clay dried in the sun which represented the 


human life—the manufacture 
of iron and steel. Many cent- 
uries were still to elapse before that, in turn, 
reached the stage where it was conceived as 
the primary solution of the problem of 
support for towering walls in buildings of 
great height, replacing the method of con- 
struction whose stability depended upon 
gtavity and mass in terms of pure masonry. 

That great product of nature, stone, hold- 
ing long a supremacy because of its virtues 
for self-supporting construction, began to 
find a certain handicap in the element of its 
immense weight and the aspiration toward 
greater and greater height in the monumental 
structures of the present found its solution in 
terra cotta. Here was comparative lightness 
and the economies which this admitted, 
both in its comparative cost, the lightening 
of the supporting steel frame and in the 





dinary solid brick, could be ° 
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greater facility in hoisting and handling at 
extreme heights. 

Today many of the great structures whose 
towering pinnacles form the inspiring sky 
lines of our great cities bring the message of 
man’s constructional achievement largely in 
terms of the product which thousands of 
centuries ago was brought into being for 
today’s use by the prehistoric savage of the 
cave dwelling era. And in the 
romance of its history no 
fact is more interesting than 
that the highly specialized 
scientific methods of its mod- 
ern production repeat the 
identical process described in 
portraying its earliest origin. 

Just as the prehistoric savage 
pressed his damp clay into the 
hollow of his reed basket, so 
does the modern worker in the 
great plants of the terra cotta 
industry press dampened clay 
into the hollows of a plaster 
mould and upon the surface of 
the clay piece so pressed appear 
the characteristics of the mould 




















Above are some details of terra 
cotta trim as used on the Chase 
Apartments, St. Louis. The apart- 
ments, which were designed by Preston 
Bradshaw, are security for a 


in line, form and ornamental $500,000 First Mortgage Bond Issue underivritten by S. W. Straus & Co. 


treatment given to it in the 


which the mould is cast. 

Then, precisely paralleling the procedure of 
the earth’s first ceramist, he places it in 
the fire to burn into the necessary hardness 
for required use. 

Today he uses highly refined methods and 
materials. His clays are ground and mixed 
in definitely determined proportions. The 
surface of his ware is coated before burning 
with an impervious glaze into which he has 
found the secret of introducing a wide range 
of imperishable cclorings of extraordinary 
beauty and his firing is done in great kilns 
roaring with the flame of 2,000° and more of 
Farenheit heat generated from coal or oil 
burning machinery. 

Vast buildings covering, in the case of 
some manufacturies, many acres of ground, 
house all sorts of highly specialized activi- 


At the left is a section of ornament from an Etruscan terra cotta frieze of 
preparation of the model from the year 300 B.C. 


ties. At the heart of all are extensive chemical 
laboratories and studios, where the concep- 
tions of architects and sculptors are modeled 
into creations of the finest architectural art. 
Is it a wonder that those engaged in this 
industry find a fascination in contemplating 
its development with such a marvelous back- 
ground of romantic history and such a signif- 
icant relationship with the life of man since 
its earliest manifestations? And may not 
those who read these pages find a new inter- 
est in looking at the buildings illustrated, 
recognizing them to be the culmination of 
man’s creative thought working through the 
ages with a material brought into being be- 
fore the dawn of history and fashioned by an 
architect of the present into a structure which 
is a work of art? How many of us recognize™ 

















that this is what a building is?) How many 
of us stop to think what its construction and 
material may epitomize? 

But, apart from the satisfactions of senti- 
ment which recognition of a building’s sig- 


_ nificance in this respect may convey, there 


exist merits which the holder of a first mort- 


gage real estate bond may consider in con- 


templating the ownership interest it repre- 
sents. Terra cotta, when incorporated in an 
intelligently designed and soundly constructed 
building, is a material whose endurance has 
been attested by the countless ages of its use 
by mankind, even the most primitive of early 
examples exhibiting no tendency to decay 
under vast lapses of time. Its upkeep is, 
therefore, a negligible item in operating ex- 
pense, while its fire resistant properties are 
obvious from its nature as a burnt clay. 

Its impervious surface can be cleaned by a 
process of ordinary washing, and its possible 
range in color effects which are thus per- 
manently assured, exceed the range in any 
other permanent material available for ex- 
terior uses. Such building as the Hotel 
Senator, in Sacramento, California, one of the 
Operations underwritten by S. W. Straus & 
Co. and the complete exterior .of which is 
tetra cotta, will retain its rich glow of warm 
sympathetic color as long as the building 
stands, always reappearing, after any wash- 
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ing to remove atmospheric dust, in the 
original beauty of its kiln fired coloring. 

In closing, a word may be added upon the 
present development of the terra cotta in- 
dustry in America. There are twenty-six 
leading manufacturers of the product scat- 
tered throughout the United States, cooperat- 
ing for the scientific betterment of the prod- 
uct through a bureau of research and service 
which conducts experiments and tests in 
conjunction with the National Bureau of 
Standards at Washington. Statistics pro- 
cured by the United States Department of 
Commerce show a production in 1922 of 
107,224 tons of terra cotta, an increase in use 
over the preceding year of nearly sixty per 
cent. 

So, in the year 1924, we find some of the 
most striking records of our present day civil- 
ization being wrought in a material whose 
first manufacture was begun by the an- 
cestots of the Cro-magnon men alluded to 
by Mr. S. W. Straus in his article, ‘“‘As the 
Years Roll By,’’ in the September, 1923, 
issue of this magazine. By curiously fitting 
chance this particular issue had for its frontis- 
piece an illustration of one of the most im- 
pressive examples of clay architecture erected 
in recent years, the Shelton Hotel, in New York 
City, also an underwriting of S. W. Srraus 
& Co. 





FROM ANCIENT BABYLON 


This clay cylinder, depicting the Sun God emerging from the Gates of the East, is an example of Babylonian terra cotta u ork, 
probably of the year 3000 B.C. 
































POSTSCRIPT 
The Architect — What About Him? 


In reprinting the foregoing article the National 
Terra Cotta Society offers the following suggestion 
to those who may be interested to consider the 
use of Terra Cotta in a contemplated building 
operation. 


Your Architect may be trusted to know how 
materials may best be used. Consult him and go 
by his advice. For effects in design appropriate 
to material and the purpose which the building is 
to serve he may be relied upon for disinterested 
recommendation. There is scarcely a form of high 
class building work in which opportunity cannot 
be found to employ Terra Cotta in some part of 
the construction with desirable economy and en- 
hancement of decorative effect. 


Your Architect’s expert training can usually 
determine the best way in which this may be 
achieved. If, however, he has not had occasion to 
inform himself of the recent developments in Terra 
Cotta which will assure effective results in the 
problem presented, we will be glad to place at his 
disposal authentic data and information upon 
any point in connection with its use. 


NATIONAL TERRA CoTTA SOCIETY 
19 West 44th Street New York, N. Y. 


Representing the Terra Cotta Manufacturing Industry in the United States 
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